Over the next few months the number of cases rose rapidly, and the disease spread to Liberia and Sierra Leone, with 710 more cases reported by 7 July, bringing the total to 759. But it was not until 8 August that WHO declared the disease an international public health emergency.
2 By this time the disease had spread to Nigeria, and there were a further 1020 cases, bringing the total up to 1779.
Over the next month the number of cases proliferated, and the charity Médecins Sans Frontières warned the United Nations that it could not battle the outbreak alone and called for the deployment of the military.
3 By 4 September there were a further 1906 cases, bringing the cumulative total to 3685.
In that month, the international effort to combat the disease expanded, with Cuba pledging 165 health workers and the United States announcing the deployment of 3000 army personnel. 4 5 By 3 October the outbreak in Nigeria seemed to be over, but there was a fatal case in the US, 6 and a nurse became infected in Spain, 7 prompting widespread media coverage of the epidemic around the world.
The situation began to look increasingly desperate, with WHO issuing its warning in October that if the number of cases continued to increase at the current pace there could be 10 000 new cases a week by December. 8 By 5 November a cumulative total of 13 042 cases had been reported.
In October and November vaccine and therapy trials were beginning to be discussed, 9 and the UK's first army built Ebola treatment centre was opened in Sierra Leone.
But, although people did not realise it at the time, the epidemic was reaching its climax. The incidence peaked on 3 December, after which numbers of new cases started to fall. By 7 January the weekly incidence was running at 541 cases and fell during that month to 368. Numbers climbed slightly during February, with the weekly total of new cases reaching 476 on 25 February, but overall the figures were about 700 fewer cases than at the epidemic's height.
For all The BMJ's articles covering the Ebola epidemic go to thebmj. com/ebola.
